Anti-hepatitic C virus antibodies hidden in circulating antibody/antigen aggregates in HCV-RNA positive patients.
The aim of this study was to determine whether antibodies to HCV can be hidden in immunocomplex aggregates in anti-hepatitis C virus (HCV) negative, HCV-RNA positive patients and whether their presence could be related to HCV viral load or HCV genotype. Sera (23 in toto) from patients with elevated alanine aminotransferase (ALT) levels and negative for anti-HCV but positive for HCV-RNA and the immunocomplex aggregates (precipitate with PEG 6000 and glycine 1 M) were studied. The sera were treated using a rapid, simple new ELISA which disrupted the immunocomplex aggregates. Sera from ten patients were tested anti-HCV positive after immunocomplex disruption. No correlation with age, sex, ALT level, viral load or HCV genotype was observed. In some patients anti-HCV antibodies were hidden in circulating antibody/antigen complexes which could be dissociated with a simple, inexpensive and rapid protocol; therefore it can provide a valuable addition to the diagnosis of HCV infection and it may prevent some cases of post-transfusion hepatitis.